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CHAPTER SEVEN

FURTHER ELEMENTS OF BRITISH COLONIAL DEVELOPMENT

7.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter seeks to give a synoptic overview of the type of areas where the British left a
mark on the spatial and economic development of South Africa. Obviously it is possible to
write a thesis on each of these aspects but this chapter attempts merely to highlight the
types of impact in order to set the framework against which the case study (Section C) can
be assessed and conclusions drawn with respect to the developmental methodology used
(Section D). Not all of these aspects can be ascribed solely to the Royal Engineers; many
of these trends are colonialism generally. The contribution of the Royal Engineers to

various spheres of development is noted in the text.

7.2 ARCHITECTURE

The most obvious impacts of colonial development were the buildings and statues left
behind.

“It was by their buildings that earlier Empires were most arrestingly
remembered. Storks upon a Roman viaduct, proud towers in an Andean
plaza, the square menace of the Pyramids ... any of these could instantly
suggest to an unlettered visitor the age and power of a lost dominion.”
(Morris, 1968:317)

In the early days of the British Empire there was no clear colonial style, if only due to the
shared urban influences of Europe at the time. Early colonies such as the Americas show
a scattering of buildings of Queen Anne and Georgian styles, reflecting the ordered
security of society at home. The Europeans brought with them to the colonies their sense

of urban form, housing and order. Often in the Americas the urban form was a deliberate
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utopian attempt at addressing the perceived ills of the domestic settlements — hence

Pennsylvania, Salt Lake City and Savannah.

The buildings gave a sense of continuity to the British presence, linking the plantations of
the old Empire with the Chartered Companies and railway workshops of the new. But the
truly recognisable British Colonial style emerged in the Victorian era. “The characteristic
form of the height of the British Empire was romantically picturesque, loosely derived from
Gothic or Byzantine models, and ornamented all over with eclectic variety. It was not
exactly imperious. But in the elaboration of its hybrid forms, the towering exuberance of its
fancy, its readiness to accept a touch of the exotic here and there, its colossal scale and
its frequent impression of enthusiasm wildly out of control it showed off a grand face of
empire” (Morris, 1968:318).

“Cities were focal points of the decision-making process; therefore, controlling them in a
social sense was the first step to economic and political continuity for those in power. It
was thus, important for colonial powers to develop an urban network, a cultural hegemony,
a social make-up and a physical imprint that was recognisable throughout the
colony“(Mundigo and Crouch, 1977:398). In short it was important to control the colony by
controlling the markets and trade routes and to physically look the part — the towns needed
to be recognisably British, be they in the middle of the veldt of South Africa, the steaming
tropics or the shores of Australia. All over the Empire buildings copied elements of each
other; the cathedrals at Calcutta and Salisbury used to be very similar (until an earthquake
knocked the spire off the Calcutta Cathedral) (Mundigo and Crouch, 1977; Morris, 1968).

The domestic architecture of the Victorian Empire was everything it was at home in
England, with tropical overtones. Often these designs were hopelessly ill suited to tropical
settings. In Johannesburg Sir Herbert Baker (famous for his design of the Union Buildings
in Pretoria) is known to have made some basic errors, his home ‘Stone House’ in
Parktown, Johannesburg is orientated south, as it would have been in the northern
hemisphere, making the home cold and dull, many have speculated that this was
deliberate due to the hot climate however, this does not explain the sun dial in the garden

which is also incorrectly orientated and hence useless.
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Figure 51: Stone House, Parktown Johannesburg designed by Sir Herbert Baker
(Source: http://www.parktownheritage.co.za/)

The first thing any conventional colonial magnate did when he had made his fortune was
to build himself a really lurid gothic mansion. Public buildings of the most august
elaboration honoured the Queen, the Arts and Sciences or the principle of imperial
government. Town Halls were scarcely less imposing than Parliament buildings, and clock
towers were ubiquitous. Many of these enormous buildings were designed by soldiers,
others by celebrated English Architects. It was the spirit of Art for Empires sake (Morris,
1968:322).

A course of architecture was started at the Royal Engineers establishment in 1825 and this
was really the foundation of the construction school, barrack construction becoming one of
the most important peacetime duties of the Corps. Paisley’'s School of Architecture
produced many outstanding men. The Dublin National Gallery, the Museum of Science
and Art in Edinburgh, the Albert Hall, the International Exhibition (1851) and the London
Victoria and Albert Museum illustrate a few notable buildings designed by the Royal
Engineers (Whitworth Porter, 1889; Weiler, 1987).
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7.3 CONSTRUCTION METHODS AND MATERIALS

The Royal Engineers played an important role in the global diffusion and development of
building technology. Technology transfer in building materials, structural forms and
methods of construction was a two way process. It involved the interaction of European
experience with local environments, traditions and techniques. The Royal Engineers
provided both military and building technology expertise for British imperial expansion and
were therefore in the front line of European interaction with colonial conditions and cultures
(Weller, 1987:364).

The Royal Engineers made their greatest contribution to building technology in the fields of
limes and cements, colonial woods, rubber and asphalt. All of these were developed and
tested in both Britain and the colonies, demonstrating the importance of the imperial
connections of the Royal Engineers and their global building experience. The Royal
Engineers contribution to the knowledge of materials was based on informed observation,
systematic experimentation and practical verification (Weiler, 1987:450).

7.4 ROADS

The era of colonial expansion under which South Africa developed was not known for its
road building. Initially all transport was by ocean going ships thus, development occurred
along the coasts of the continents and inland via navigatable rivers. The inland of South
Africa (having no navigatable rivers) developed slowly, at the pace of the ox which pulled
the wagons over open veldt. A wagon route had developed but prior to any major road
construction the railroad was introduced. South Africa was thus opened up by railway, the
roads which were built were more a question of bridges, mountain passes and pontoons
rather than continuous hard surface routes as we would define roads today, they built only
the sections of roads necessary to keep goods and people moving. The great road
building era of the Roman Empire was not evident in the British colonies as Morris
explains: “It was not an age of great roads, and by the end of the century few of the roads
the British were building were on the grand scale: roads into the Ashanti country, to keep
the defeated kingdom down, into northern Burma and Rhodesia, into the mountainous
interior of Ceylon to supply the new tea plantations. ... Not many of the imperial roads
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were surfaced and most were very elementary. In the open frontier country of India they
used simply to light a fire at a distant point, and aim their road at the smoke” (Morris,
1968:364; Whitworth Porter, 1889).

7.5 MOUNTAIN PASSES

Andrew Geddes Bain was engaged to construct a military road through the Ecca Pass
(between Grahamstown and Fort Beaufort), and displayed engineering talents which led to
his being permanently employed as surveyor of military roads under the Corps of Royal
Engineers in the Cape Colony in 1836. During this period he had a part in building the Fish
River Bridge, then the largest bridge in the country.

He constructed the Queen's Road from Grahamstown to Fort Beaufort. He was appointed
inspector by the Cape Roads Board in 1845 and built Michell's Pass near Ceres in 1848
and Bain's Kloof Pass near Wellington in 1853. He was presented with table silver and a
candelabrum by grateful colonists. Returning to the Eastern Cape in 1854, he built
numerous roads and passes including the Katberg Pass near Fort Beaufort. This
occupation created an interest in geology, inspired in 1837 by a copy of Lyell's Elements of
Geology. In 1852 he prepared the first comprehensive geological map of South Africa, a
work of great merit, which was published by the Geological Society of London in 1856.
Most of the early mountain passes in South Africa were built by either Andrew Bain or his
son Thomas. His son Thomas Charles John Bain (1830-1893) served as his father’s
assistant in the construction of Michell's Pass and, after passing first in the
Government examinations in 1854, he was appointed road inspector. Thomas Bain
built 24 major mountain roads and passes in the second half of the 1800s - Andrew
Geddes Bain built eight during the first half of the same century. One of the few passes
not built by a Bain during that period was Montagu Pass from George to Oudtshoorn,
which was built by a road engineer from Australia hamed Henry Fancourt White in
1843-47.

The mountain passes were key to opening up the interior of Southern Africa; the Cape

Fold Mountains posed a formidable constraint on development beyond the coastal plain.
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7.6 RAILWAYS

The era in which South Africa changed to a British colony was also the tail-end of the
railway age in Britain. “These were the years of the snort, the hiss and the green-gold
livery, mahogany booking offices like gigantic confessionals, railway stations of diocesan
gravity. All the ritual of the railways was transferred by the British to the ends of their
grateful Empire”(Morris, 1968:365).

Britain’s experience in railway building was unrivalled and the Engineers (both civil and
military) and private financiers built impressive railway schemes all over the Empire. The
railroad spread west with the colonial expansion in America, in South Africa the railways
truly started with the discovery of diamonds and gold in the interior, suddenly there was a

need to transport large numbers of people and goods into and out of the interior.

The chronology of railways development is listed below after Kleingeld (2003):

7.6.1 1845 - CAPE OF GOOD HOPE WESTERN RAILWAY

In 1845 the Chairman of the Cape of Good Hope Western Railway, banker and merchant
Mr. Harrison Watson, announced his company's planned railway, in the more populous
districts in the neighbourhood of Cape Town. The reaction towards this notice was

negative and the Cape of Good Hope Western Railway was never constructed.

7.6.2 1860 - NATAL RAILWAY COMPANY

The first railway line in Southern Africa was laid along the Bluff in Durban, capital of Natal,
and was not hauled by a steam locomotive but by oxen. The Natal Railway Company was
formed in 1859, and its line from Point into Durban, barely two miles long, was opened on
26 June 1860.

7.6.3 1862 - CAPE TOWN RAILWAY AND DOCK COMPANY

The contract to build the first railway line in the Cape of Good Hope was awarded to the

Cape Town Railway and Dock Company on 6 August 1858.
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Hawtharns 1853
Cape Tawn Stetian
Anddré Mritzinger, 24 August 2003

Figure 52: 0-4-2 locomotive built in 1859 , Cape Town station (Kleingeld ,2003)

The first line proposed was from Cape Town to Wellington, a short but important line of 45
miles that would serve the wine-growing districts of the Western Cape. The first sod on the
construction of the line was turned on 31 March 1859, and the first trains in the Cape
Colony started running on this line on the Cape Town to Eersterivier section in February
1862. The 0-4-2 locomotive used during the construction was also used on the inaugural
run when the Wellington line was finally opened in 1865. It was built in 1859 by Hawthorns

of Leith, and it is at Cape Town station.

7.6.4 1864 - WYNBERG RAILWAY COMPANY

This company was formed in 1861 and their endeavour was to build a line from Cape

Town to Wynberg, which was opened in December 1864.

7.6.5 1890 - RAND TRAM

Because of strong anti-railway sentiments in the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR),
railways did not materialise there until much later. The first concession to build a railway
was given to Mr. George Pigot Moodie on 26 August 1872. A short route of sixteen miles
between the Johannesburg metropolis and the Boksburg coal mines was completed in
1890. It was named Rand Tram, although it was actually a railway in every aspect. This
was officially the first working railway line in the Transvaal. It was also extended to
Krugersdorp (20 Miles) and from Boksburg on to Springs in that same year. This was an
east-west route along the gold reef. President Paul Kruger deliberately prevented the line
from following the more logical north south route to the ports, as most of the Boers were

making considerable money in wagon haulage for the mines and did not want the
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competition. It was said that shortly before the opening of the railway link to the British rail
head the route was lined with dead draught animals.

7.6.6 1892 - THE LINK-UP BEGINS

By September 1892, the lines of the Cape Government Railways from Port Elizabeth and
East London on the east coast of the Cape Colony reached Bloemfontein in the Orange
Free State, and both the Bloemfontein and Cape Town lines reached the Transvaal, thus

opening three ports to the Rand gold fields.

7.6.7 1894 - NEDERLANDSCHE ZUID AFRIKAANSCHE SPOORWEG
MAATSCHAPPIJ

The Nederlandsche Zuid-Afrikaansche Spoorweg Maatschappij (NZASM) was formed on
21 June 1887 and officially received a concession from Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek
(ZAR) President Paul Kruger to build a railway line in the Transvaal from Pretoria to
Delagoa Bay (later named Lourenco Marques and since renamed Maputo, in
Mozambique). The Volksraad of the ZAR gave the company until 31 December 1894 to

complete the construction. On 2 November 1894 this line was officially opened.

7.6.8 1898 - THE LINK-UP COMPLETED

By 16 December 1898 the Natal Government Railways also linked into the railway system.
Britain, and more specifically the then Prime Minister of the Cape of Good Hope, Cecll
John Rhodes, was anxious to control the whole of Southern Africa, and by then the Cape
Government Railways was already extending its reach from Kimberley via Mafeking (now
Mafikeng) to Northern Rhodesia (Zambia). This line through the southern part of
Bechuanaland (Botswana) and Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) was eventually sold to the

Southern Rhodesian government in 1947.

7.6.9 1900 - IMPERIAL MILITARY RAILWAYS

After defeating the Afrikaner Republics in the second Anglo-Boer war and renaming the
Orange Free State and the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR) to, respectively, the
Orange River Colony and the Transvaal, the Imperial Military Railways was established in

1900 under the supervision of Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Percy Girouard (Kleingeld,2003).

Girouard was a controversial character born in Canada to an eminent Montreal legal
family. He studied first at Montreal College and then entered the Royal Military College,
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Kingston when he was fifteen. Following a shortage of young officers in the Royal
Engineers, Britain offered four commissions in the Corps to graduates of the RMC who
held a diploma in Engineering; he immediately applied and graduated towards the end of
1888 (Kirk-Greene,1984).

Girouard seems to have been an exceptional achiever; he was appointed Governor of
Northern Nigeria at 40, he had been knighted at 33. He then became Governor of British
East Africa (Kenya) between 1896 and 1908, during which time he laid down a network of
railways in northern, south and west Africa, lines which are still in use. Yet at 45 he was
compelled by the secretary of state to offer his resignation as governor-general of Nigeria.
A similar fate awaited him at the end of his South African Railways term. A comment in the
African_World concludes *“...the ancient truth that the man most capable in war is

sometimes most incapable in peace” (Kirk-Greene, 1984:219).

Girouard was a railway engineer of outstanding technical skill, consummate organizing
ability and awesome energy. During the Boer War when his requisition was turned down
by the War Office, he simply went straight to Chamberlain, who told him to order
everything he thought necessary. Without Chamberlain’s carte blanche Lord Robert’s
march on Pretoria would not have been possible. Girouard was able to double the line
between Bloemfontein and Johannesburg, at one place laying eighty miles of track in forty-
eight hours. No wonder that, in his history of the Boer War, Arthur Conan Doyle felt able to
refer to the ‘famous Girouard’ when describing the role of the trustworthy trains in the lines
of communication (Kirk-Greene, 1984:217-218).

7.6.10 1902 - CENTRAL SOUTH AFRICAN RAILWAYS

The Imperial Military Railways proceeded to assume control of all lines in the Transvaal
and Orange River Colony, thereby also absorbing the NZASM, and it eventually became
the Central South African Railways (CSAR), still under the control of Lieutenant-Colonel

Sir Percy Girouard.

7.6.11 1916 - SOUTH AFRICAN RAILWAYS AND HARBOURS

The Union of South Africa was established on 31 May 1910, consisting of the four former
colonies, the Cape of Good Hope, Natal, Orange River and Transvaal. As a self-governing
state of the British Empire, the Union remained under the formal rule of the British Crown,
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represented in South Africa by a Governor-General. All railways in South Africa finally
became a unified state-owned railway system in 1916 when the Central South African
Railways, the Cape Government Railways and the Natal Government Railways were all
merged by an Act of Parliament. Thus was born the South African Railways and Harbours
(SAR&H). Later, when commercial aviation developed, the South African Airways also
became a part of this huge land, sea and air transport system.

Railways were central to British colonial expansion, in the previous era ocean-going ships
had discovered new lands and developed new ports; railways opened up interiors to large
scale settlement. The romance of the imperial railways was very dear to the New
Imperialists. When Rhodes first planned his railway across the chasm of the Victoria Falls,
where the spray rises from the cataract like a cloud across the plain, he saw the meeting
of the steel lines and the eternal waters as a meeting of equals, and decreed that the
bridge must stand so close to the falls that the passengers would see the spray upon their
windows (Morris, 1968:366). There was no grand plan for the railways of the Empire. In
general they were built to British standards and methods, but no attempt was made to
standardize the different gauge. Nevertheless, there was grandeur in their conception;
Rhodes saw his Cape-to Cairo railway in epic terms — a British highway up the spine of
Africa. All round the African coast railways were for the first time taking European trade
and technology into the tribal areas of the interior. The South African Railways according
to Bryce “...had made Cape Town, Kimberley, Johannesburg and Pretoria a single social
unit, where all important people knew each other — Johannesburg and Cape Town” he said
“were in closer social touch than Liverpool and Manchester, or New York and Philadelphia”
(Morris, 1968:368).

The strategic importance of the railway for carrying supplies and communication can
clearly be seen by the number of block houses built along the route during the Anglo-Boer
War. Other key infrastructure was also protected by block houses such as town water

supplies.

When studying the routes of today’s railways it is evident that they were constructed in an
era when the economic and political geography of South Africa was different. The railways
are skewed towards the diamond fields of Kimberley and the link to the gold fields is

clumsy. Railways could play a vital role in the South African economy if new routes,
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services and high speed links for both passenger and goods trains were developed. Today
the management of the railways needs a great deal of attention as is evidenced by the

steady shift in bulk transport to the roads.

{ o : ol 3 L
Figure 53: This blockhouse was constructed near the town's water supply- Harrismith. The garrison
was to protect it in the event of an attack.(Watt, 1989)

2k

Figure 54: Now a national monument this blockhouse is in the botanic garden of Harrismith.
(Watt,1989)
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7.7 WATER SCHEMES

Water works had always been the hall-mark of great civilizations and imperial climax, the
agueducts of the Romans strode across France and Spain masterfully, to crumble when
the barbarians took over. The irrigation works of Egypt and Mesopotamia flourished under
strong rulers; and so the British turned to grand water work schemes. Perhaps the most
notable being the irrigation of the Indus Basin through a series of dams and canals. Some
of the imperial works were on a colossal scale. In India the whole British-built irrigation
system included some 40 000 miles of canals, irrigating nearly 20 million acres. The
Aswan Dam was built in Egypt allowing for perennial irrigation for the first time. In Canada
the Welland Canal was cut to circumvent the Niagara Falls, in Australia water was piped
350 miles to Kalgoorlie goldfields. In the west of India an astonishing tunnel under the
mountains, called the Ghats, conveyed water from the Periyar River on the coastal plain to
the flat lands on the eastern side of the mountains (Morris, 1968; Home, 1997). The South
African water schemes were less impressive but just as vital. Town water schemes and
dams were constructed all over the country. Agricultural irrigation schemes were less
evident but South Africa by then was considered a mining economy. The mines, of course,

required impressive water schemes, which the mining companies developed.

7.8 TIME

One of the obsessions of Victorian England was punctuality — a vital component of
industrial development. Whereas the Afrikaner settlements had at their centre the church
and bell tower the British towns were dominated by the Administrative building and the
clock tower. Victorians were slaves to time, everything in its place and at the right time. It
was the basis of the industrial economy. Accurate time keeping was only truly possible
with the advent of the railway system in the UK, in order to keep timetables; a uniform time
needed to exist across the country, this was achieved by setting a pocket watch in
Greenwich and transferring the time from the watch to all stations as the train passed

through.
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7.9 POSTAL SERVICE

Initially postal arrangements were private arrangements which had been in operation since
the time the Dutch settled on Manhattan Island and on the shores of the Hudson, and the
English in Virginia and Massachusetts, continuous, though irregular, communication was
maintained with the respective mother-countries by means of trading vessels. On the
European side the arrangements were subject to few inconveniences. If the sailing-
masters, on their arrival in Holland and England, were regardful of their trust, they would
see that the letters placed in their mailbags by the colonists were posted at the nearest
post-office, and the postal systems in those countries could be depended on to do the rest.
Within the colonies the situation was less happy. As there were no post-offices, those
sending or expecting letters had to depend on their own exertions or on the precarious
goodwill of friends for information as to the time of arrival or departure of vessels, and for
the necessary visits to the vessels. The first colony to apply a remedy for these
inconveniences was Massachusetts Bay. On November 5, 1639, the general court of that
colony issued an ordinance directing that all letters arriving at Boston from beyond seas
should be taken to Richard Fairbank’s tavern. In the Cape initially passing ships were
known to have left post under the postal stone and ships captains would collect the post
which was heading in the same direction as his vessel and leave any mail which needed to

head in the opposite direction.

In 1711 an act was passed by the British Parliament which affected profoundly not only the
post-office of Great Britain but that of the colonies as well. The whole system throughout
the empire was placed under the direction of the postmaster-general of England, who
appointed his deputies for the different colonies. The charges for the conveyance of letters
were no longer a matter of negotiation between the postal authorities and the local
legislatures but were fixed by this act of the British Parliament. As one of the purposes of
the act of 1711 was to raise money to help defray the expenses of the War of the Spanish

Succession, there was a general augmentation of the rates (Smith, 1916).

Initially the Post Office fell under the Colonial Service (the sixteen divisions of which

were: Colonial Administrative Service, Colonial Agricultural Service, Colonial Audit
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Service, Colonial Chemical Service, Colonial Customs Service, Colonial Education
Service, Colonial Forest Service, Colonial Geological Survey Service, Colonial Legal
Service, Colonial Medical Service, Colonial Mines Service, Colonial Nursing Service,
Colonial Police Service, Colonial Postal Service, Colonial Survey Service, and Colonial
Veterinary Service). Before the 1930s there was no unified Colonial Service and not
even any unified sub-services. Each colony and protectorate had its own services and
prospective officers applied directly to each one. If they wanted to transfer to another

colony or protectorate they had to apply separately to the government of that entity.

It is however, evident that the dissemination of information was vital to colonial
expansion and trade and therefore, no wonder that the mail service fell under colonial

control.

7.10 PUBLIC HEALTH

By the 1850’s the British were becoming aware of the link between disease and hygiene,
Florence Nightingale started her famous statistical work based on her experiences in the
Crimean War and military hospitals were fundamentally reworked following the outcomes.

The British also started to pay attention to tropical health and hygiene. The first school in
the world exclusively concerned with tropical medicine was built in Liverpool, home port for
the West African trade. In many parts of the world the British were the first heralds of the
message that cleanliness and health went together, and they were just beginning to
understand a few tropical diseases. They knew that beri-beri was caused by rice from
which the outer grain layers had been stripped. They knew that leprosy and cholera were
bacterial, and that the filarial worm was the cause of elephantiasis. Sir Ronald Ross, in
India, was pursuing the theory that malaria was caused by the anopheles mosquito and
Patrick Manson medical advisor to the Colonial Office convinced most that the health
hazards of the tropics were seldom due simply to heat (Morris, 1968:373; Home, 1997).
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7.11 AGRICULTURE

Alfred Crosby (1986) notes that when the Europeans colonised (in the case he mentions,
Australia) “...said meat was not roasted wapiti or kangaroo, but mutton, pork and beef.” At
first colonists out of necessity ate what was available, “...but in time, in all these locations,
they were able to return to a diet based on Old World staples.” In short other than
exploiting a few new key mass crops from the colonies such as sugar cane, tobacco and
maize, the colonists adapted the agriculture to their norm rather than adopting foreign
diets. Thus, vast tracks of land were converted to European crops. In all the colonies
agriculture strove to produce an excess for export and to this day many former colonies

are net exporters of food.

7.12 CONCLUSION

The British Empire was a development agency, distributing technical knowledge around
the world, and erecting what economists were later to call the infrastructure of industrial
progress — roads, railways, ports, posts and telegraphs. Initially this was achieved in a
laissez faire manner however, Chamberlain, upon moving into the Colonial Office saw to
the systematic diffusion of modern technique as a duty of Empire. To him the Empire was

an underdeveloped estate so he turned to technology to make the most of the assets.

After the 1890’s the Colonial Office worked on the systematic improvement of agriculture,
veterinary medicine and husbandry, tropical disease and social welfare in the Empire, and
great strides were made in all these sciences. The main providers of the technical
expertise were the engineers, primary military but the British never bothered too much
about the distinction between military and private engineers; skills were critical and military
engineers often fulfilled civilian posts and equally often co-opted skilled non-military people
when needed or when they discovered people with a talent; Andrew Geddes Bain being a

case in point.

Having, in the last few chapters, discussed the development of South Africa it is evident

that British colonisation was very physical. The British built the infrastructure required to

develop the colonial capitalist system. This was done largely through state spending. Very
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often the expertise necessary came from the military. The technical experts of the British
Army were the Royal Engineers and as such the Royal Engineers had an enormous
impact on colonial development and a military order is still evident in the layout and

infrastructure today.

SECTION CONCLUSION

This section has sought to give a very broad brush feel of the types of infrastructure and
administration which were important to the British in establishing colonies. Not all aspects
of which were handled by the Royal Engineers. Two crucial aspects, that is port
development and land registration, were unquestionably military in nature. To a lesser
extent the railways also showed a strong military influence, specifically during the Anglo-
Boer Warr.

Section C highlights the military influence on British Colonial settlement by using the

Eastern Cape and a case study. The section begins by explaining the history of the

Eastern Cape and then moves on to the detailed analysis.
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SECTION C
CASE STUDY

THE SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE EASTERN CAPE REGION OF
SOUTHERN AFRICA 1806-1872
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PREFACE

This section seeks to understand the British imperial approach to colonial expansion and
development. The Eastern Cape has been chosen as the case study as it was colonised at
the peak of British imperial development of South Africa and it offers a fascinating insight
into colonial development, towns and attitudes and also the military approach to a

turbulent and hostile frontier.

This section focuses on the spatial and the physical development of the Eastern Cape
region of South Africa, it is however, impossible to interpret or understand the physical
development without placing it within the social and historical context. This section thus,
begins with the historical context to set the scene and to paint the picture of the main
forces, characters and attitudes of the time. It also aims to give a clear geographic sense
of where this history played out and the context of why it developed the way it did. The
section then goes on to discuss the physical settlement pattern that resulted from these
forces. Chapter 8 deals with the historic background to the Eastern Cape, chapter 9
investigates the forts and defensive structures on the Eastern Frontier and chapter 10

analyses the major towns of the Eastern Cape.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

HISTORIC BACKGROUND: EASTERN CAPE

8.1 EARLY SETTLEMENT

The Eastern Cape region of South Africa is the area in which the class, racial and cultural
prejudices of the colonial authorities played out. It is an area which experienced a period of
one hundred years of intermittent warfare. The Eastern Cape is the region where the
differences between the four main groups of people in South Africa became most evident.
The four groups were the Khoikhoi, the Bantu (Xhosa), the original Dutch settlers and the
British. It was however, far more complex than a simple cultural difference as the area also
saw class struggles (particularly within the British settler groups), the difference between
agricultural societies (the Dutch and the Xhosa) and commercial agricultural estates (the
British) and later the British were further differentiated as skilled artisans. There were also
vast differences in public opinion from the liberal humanitarian missionary attitude to the
commercial and imperial British colonial government and this was contrasted with the
Dutch attitude that they were the chosen race. The Xhosa had tensions within their various
tribes as well (De Klerk, 1975; le Cordeur, 1981).

The area historically stretches from the Sundays River in the west to the Great Fish River
in the east and from the sea in the south to the mountains of the north (the Zuurberg,
Swartwatersberg and the Rietberg). It is the region where the winter rainfall Mediterranean
climate of the Western Cape changes to the summer rainfall area of the east and the arid
clime of the north. The region goes through periods of both drought and floods but it also
experiences perfect growing conditions. Some of the earliest colonial explorers were
impressed by the beauty and fertility of the rolling grasslands (Maclennan, 1986:43).
(Figures 55 — 57.)
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Figure 55: The Cape Colony (Maclennan, 1986:18)
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Figure 57: The Eastern Frontier 1812- 1819 (Maclennan, 1986:201)

The history books of this region covering the British imperial period are fascinating as they
range from the typical British imperial writings, which are a combination of propaganda and
an unerring belief that they were civilizing heathen territory and hence an unquestionable
force of good; to the liberal writings of post-apartheid South Africa. Writers such as
Egerton (1945) typify the Afrikaner view point of the history of the region. Between all the
accounts lies the truth and few involved in the region in the Imperial Era come out smelling
of roses. All parties were essentially interested in personal wealth, land and power and

they unsurprisingly divided along racial, cultural and class lines.

In the 1760s Boer people (Dutch farmers) started moving into what is now the Eastern
Cape and in 1786 the first recognized town in the Eastern Cape, Graaff-Reinet (Figure 58),
was established by the Dutch. It was in the Eastern Cape that the Boers began to refer
themselves not as “Dutch” or “Boers” but as Afrikaners. They started the missionary

endeavour that has had such an influence on South Africa, and it was from the Eastern
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Cape that the Boers departed on the Great Trek that led to the founding of the other
provinces of South Africa (de Klerk, 1975; Lamar and Thompson,1981).

Some of the earliest settlers in the area were the Khoikhoi. The Khoikhoi were a people,
who two centuries before, had been scattered over much of South Africa’s fertile coastal
belt. In the Western Cape various groups lived a fragile existence as transitory
pastoralists. As cattle herders the first Khoikhoi and European contact was mutually
beneficial, however, once the Dutch established a permanent station at the Cape and
allowed free settlers, the steady expansion of the freeburghers (free citizens), and the
accompanying dispossession of the Khoikhoi led to the break up of the Khoikhoi nation.
The final death knoll occurred in February 1713 when a visiting fleet sent its linen ashore
to be washed by the Company slaves. The laundry bore the smallpox virus, which killed
hundreds of Europeans and their slaves. The Khoikhoi, who had no natural immunity to
the virus, were decimated; some estimates state that the Khoikhoi population dropped
from 50 000 to less than 5 000. Some Khoikhoi moved east away from the Cape and its
aggressive labour demands and settled in the Eastern Cape shortly before the Boers

moved into the area (Maclennan, 1986:24).

The Xhosa, who were Iron Age pastoralists, moved westward down the coast, there were
a series of clashes with the Khoikhoi, but the Khoikhoi deserted their chief and became
part of the Xhosa tribe. When the first Trekboers (migrant farmers) arrived in the area, the
Xhosa and the Trekboers had much in common. In particular, both took intense pride in
their cattle. One early traveller recorded of the Boers that it was in the number and thriving
condition of their cattle, and chiefly the stoutness of their draught-oxen, that these
peasants vie with each other. The Xhosa, for their part, had twenty-five names to describe
different cattle colours and skin patterns, and seven different names for the shapes of their
animals’ horns, which they bent in a variety of fantastical forms by scraping almost to the
quick the side of the horn towards which they wanted the tip to bend. Both Boer and Xhosa

lived to a great extent on milk and meat, which were supplemented by corn if the rain had
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been good. Both Boer and Xhosa lived in huts made of a mixture of cow dung and mud
plastered over a skeleton of branches and bush and both invariably placed the cattle-yard
immediately before the front door. Like his Xhosa counterpart the Boer child would be
dressed in skins, for it was a wealthy farmer who could boast a jacket of handmade cloth
or even cutlery to eat with. But although the lifestyle was so similar there was at the same
time a vast cultural gulf between the two peoples. A journey from the frontier to the Cape
and back took from two to three months by ox-wagon, and many farmers only made the
trip once in their lifetime — to get married. Faced with this isolation, the Boers, in an
attempt to maintain a sense of cultural identity, developed a belief which, based on the
texts of the massive Bible that almost every family possessed, set them firmly apart in their

minds as a chosen people (Maclennan, 1986:45; de Klerk, 1975).

In the early days the area was relatively peaceful and the two sides traded. Although the
colony was later to lay claim to the Zuurveld, there was never any question that the area
was originally Xhosa territory; in 1778 Governor van Plettenberg sealed a boundary
agreement with several minor Xhosa chiefs recognising the Zuurveld as Xhosa territory.
The following year however, tensions flared over the expansion of the Boer farming,

competition over water sources and cattle rustling (Maclennan, 1986:46).

8.2 THE FRONTIER WARS

The Frontier Wars covered a period of 100 years of intermittent warfare between the Cape
colonists and the Xhosa. This was one of the most prolonged struggles by African peoples
against European intrusion; it ended in the annexation of Xhosa territories by the Cape
Colony and the incorporation of its peoples. This section aims to give a synoptic and
objective overview of the wars; the major skirmishes, the tensions, the characters and the

reactions.

8.2.1 THE EARLY FRONTIER WARS (1779 — 1781 AND 1793)

The early Frontier Wars occurred as a result of a clash over land as the settlers moved
eastward and the Xhosa expanded westward. At this time there were internal tensions

between the Xhosa chiefdoms. In 1778 the Xhosa monarch, Gcaleka, died and was
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succeeded by his son Khawuta. Seeking power for himself, Rharhabe, brother of the dead
paramount, made an unsuccessful attack on the young king. Rharhabe’s defeated
followers were driven north-west away from the mother chiefdom and across the Kei River.
Within a few years they had absorbed many scattered Khoi and San communities and
become the dominant force between the Kei and Fish Rivers (Stapleton,1994:21).
Rharhabe and his son were killed in battle, leaving an underage grandson as heir. A
paternal uncle, Ndlambe, became regent until the grandson came of age and the
Rharhabe flourished and drove smaller Xhosa chiefdoms west over the Fish River (also
referred to as the Great Fish River). The tribes fleeing westwards battled with the Dutch
settlers in the Frontier Wars of 1779-81 and 1793. When Rharhabe’s grandson, Ngqgika,
came of age Ndlambe refused to relinquish power; civil war erupted and Ngqgika’'s forces
expelled Ndlambe and his followers across the Fish River, increasing the conflict for land
with the Dutch settlers (Stapleton,1994:21).

In the first three Frontier Wars (1779, 1793, and 1799-1801), frontier Dutch colonists
fought against members of several minor Xhosa chiefdoms that had moved westward from
the main body of the Xhosa east of the Kei River into the area known as the Zuurveld,
between the Fish and Boesmans Rivers. These wars were caused by disagreements
regarding access to land, water and the cattle trade that dominated the colonial economy,
and they ended in a stalemate. For the colonists the third of these wars—in which the
Xhosa were joined by an uprising of Khoisan servants, who deserted their white masters,
taking guns and horses—was particularly serious. British troops, occupying the Cape
during the Napoleonic Wars, appeared on the eastern frontier in 1811, in the fourth war
(Welsh, 2000; Thompson, 2006; Lamar and Thompson, 1981; Meredith, 2006; Caffrey,
1973; Garson, 1992).

The chiefdom system at the time is described by Stapleton (1994:22) as a system of cattle
patronage. Under the patronage system the royal herds were lent out to subordinate chiefs
on an increase-sharing basis. In turn, commoners cared for the animals and received their
milk and blood. The vassals were kept in line by the ever-present threat of cattle
repossession or fines. A commoner could not reduce the herd by a single head and only
aristocrats were empowered to slaughter cattle. As late as the 1850’s William Holden, a
British missionary, reported that: “the retainers of a chief serve him for cattle; nor is it

expected that he could maintain his influence, or indeed secure any number of followers, if
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unable to provide them with what at once constitutes their money, food and clothing”
(Stapleton, 1994:22). Commoners relied on agriculture as their primary means of
subsistence, the chiefs controlled the time of planting and received tribute from the harvest
(Stapleton,1994:22).

The hostilities that flared in 1779 continued as sporadic skirmishes throughout 1780, so
the Cape Colony proclaimed the Fish River as the boundary of the colony and authorised
a commando unit to ‘forcibly compel’ the Xhosa to cross the Fish River (Maclennan,
1986:46).

This commando unit was the first of many that were to go charging about the frontier with
varying degrees of success over the next two decades. The climax came in 1799, in the
wake of an unsuccessful rebellion against the first British administration by the Boers of
the frontier districts. The British commander, having quelled the Boer uprising, then
decided to kill two birds with one stone and ‘gently push the Xhosa back into their own
country’. The Khoikhoi and Xhosa combined in a campaign that cleared the country as far
west as the Gamtoos River of all Europeans except for a besieged detachment of troops at
Algoa Bay. The British were forced to negotiate a peace in terms of which the Zuurveld
Xhosa were to be allowed to ‘remain at their kraals on the banks of the Sundays and
Bushmans Rivers’, or in other words the situation in which the British found them
(Maclennan, 1986:47).

It was not an auspicious start for the British in the Eastern Cape, neither morally nor

tactically.

8.2.2 BRITISH OCCUPATION AND CONTINUED WAR ON THE FRONTIER

The conflict which began between the Boers and the Xhosa over land and grazing rights in
1779 continued after British occupation, this was to be the longest colonial struggle in the
history of Africa. At the same time events in Europe were coming to one of their perennial
crises and the French Revolution and the rise of Napoleon caused the British to become

concerned about the French taking over the Cape, especially after Holland was overrun in
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1799. Consequently in 1806 the British took over the Cape Colony but to their horror this
also included the Eastern Cape region, which was now in its second decade of conflict.

In 1799, recognising the need for a military base in the eastern parts of the Colony, which
would be easily accessible from Cape Town and from which troops could be deployed to
trouble spots involving either the Boers or the Xhosa, the British constructed Fort Frederick
at Algoa Bay. The creation of new administrative centres in the interior was continued
when in 1804 the southern districts of Graaff-Reinet were in turn formed into the separate
districts of Uitenhage, and after the expulsion of the Xhosa from the Zuurveld the garrison
post at Grahamstown (in 1812) and Cradock (in 1813) became sub-drostdies (Sub-
magisterial districts) of Uitenhage and Graaff-Reinet respectively, each under a deputy
Landrost (magistrate) (le Cordeur,1981:2).

In the period after 1815, following the final defeat of Napoleon, the British embarked upon
a more systematic policy of converting the Cape Colony into a fully-fledged and permanent
British possession. There was a marked degree of centralisation and a far greater
assertion of governmental authority. When such power was enforced the Boers rebelled.
The Graaff-Reinet Rebellion was easily suppressed by the British by cutting off the Boers’
ammunition supply, but tensions continued to simmer. The enforcement of power by the
British was often sporadic exposing the Cape Colonial government to be a ‘weak
despotism’ (Macmillan,1927:41).

The Boers had acquired land on a quit rent basis, the British however, only recognised title
if the land had been settled and improved. The Boers thus, had very insecure rights to the
land on which they farmed. At the same time the British abolished slavery and thus, the
Boers lost their labour and through corruption few if any of them received the promised
compensation from London. Consequently resentments amongst the Boers continued to

grow.

Public opinion in Britain - the opinion of the few people who took interest in the subject -
and colonial public opinion were at hopeless issue on the question of the treatment of the
African population. The fixed idea of the English was that the constant practice of the
Dutch colonists was to enslave and tyrannize the local inhabitants. In accordance with this

view, Lord Goderich directed that Dutch farmers should not be allowed to settle in the new
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frontier districts. As stated previously the history of this region varies depending on when
and by whom the history was written. Egerton (1945) wrote from the Afrikaner view point:
“Thus Sir Lowry Cole wrote with regard to the alleged ill-treatment of the “coloured” (sic)
people: ‘It might suit the views of some writers to hold up the local government and the
colonists to the detestation of mankind . . . and to represent the native tribes (sic) as the
most injured and innocent of human beings, but those who have the opportunity of taking a

dispassionate view of the subject would judge differently” (Egerton, 1945:290).

By 1817 the Gcaleka, under a new chief Hintsa, had regained strength and showed
interest in re-establishing rule over the Rharhabe chiefdoms west of the Kei River. A
potential alliance between Ndlambe and Hintsa threatened Nggika’'s already declining
dominance — he sought allies, firstly with the large Thembu chiefdoms to the north but the
main aim was to secure alliances with the colonialists. The chief who gained the favour of
the powerful Cape Colony could exercise control over all the Xhosa groups between the
Fish and the Kei Rivers (Stapelton,1994:25). Thus when the British governor, Lord Charles
Somerset, requested a meeting with Ngqgika, the paramount leapt at the opportunity. At the
meeting (referred to as Kat River Conference) Nggika expressed a great desire that his
people should be allowed to trade with the colony. Somerset agreed that the Xhosa might
come to Grahamstown, the colonial frontier capital, twice a year for that purpose provided
they obtained permission from Nggika himself. By this statement the colonial officials
recognised Nggika as the senior Xhosa chief west of the Kei River. In return, the
paramount conceded to a Spoor Law which permitted settlers to track stolen stock beyond
the colonial Fish River boundary and seize animals from kraals suspected of harbouring
thieves. The paramount chief had no option but to agree, he was desperate to secure the
assistance of European firearms against any future anti-Ngqgika alliance of rival chiefs.
Throughout the remainder of 1817 and the beginning of 1818, Nggika placated the colony
by sending scores of horses and cattle to Grahamstown. This prevented settler patrols
from entering his domain and ensured the goodwill of the colonial government. Two
colonial agents, Agnatius Mulder and William Nell, visited Nggika’'s kraal and demanded
tribute. These settlers were given several dozen head of cattle and returned to the colony
with favourable reports. Subsequently, stock-hungry whites descended on other chieftains.
Within a month of the Kat River Conference one hundred British dragoons raided the kraal
of the Dange chief, Habana. In the subsequent skirmish five Xhosa men were shot dead,

many more wounded, and a large quantity of cattle taken to the colony. The colonial press
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portrayed Ndlambe as a ‘restless freebooter’ who ‘encouraged those depredations which
have proved so ruinous to our borders’ (PP C538 of 1836 Report from the Select
Committee on Aborigines (British Settlements) p 589). In late 1817 a small Boer
commando attempted to seize stock from some of the chief’s villages but was repelled by
an overwhelming number of warriors. Ndlambe refused colonial demands that he
surrender 2 000 head of cattle; to a chief dependent on pastoral patronage that would
have been suicidal. On 8 January 1818, Major George Fraser led an expedition of 300
British infantrymen and 150 mounted settlers across the Fish River and into Ndlambe’s
territory. Marching for several days the expedition reached the Keiskamma River and met
Ndlambe with 2000 warriors. Two days of stand-off did not persuade the chief to comply
with the colonial ultimatum and Fraser decided to use brute force. When a detachment of
horsemen began gathering nearby cattle, Ndlambe’s men surrounded them and shouted
threats. The British infantry fired a thunderous musket volley over the warriors’ heads
causing them to retreat in fear. Fraser seized 2 060 of Ndlambe’s cattle, only 600 of which
were identified as colonial stock. The cattle were distributed to white farmers (PP C538 of
1836 Report from the Select Committee on Aborigines (British Settlements) p 589;
Stapleton,1994:27).

Over the following years Nggika’'s Xhosa showed increasing interest in christianity and
European ways; allowing a christian convert to become an important councillor and also
allowing a missionary, Joseph Williams, to set up a mission station near Magoma'’s village.
Ndlambe, for his part became increasingly resentful of Nggika and his aggressive
European allies. Tensions then reached a climax. Retaliating against Nggika for the
incursion of the Fraser commando, Ndlambe seized stock from one of his rival nephew’s
sub-chiefs (Pringle, 1835:278). While requesting military assistance from the colony,
Nggika mobilized his entire army, they marched on Ndlambe, and straight into an ambush.
The carnage lasted most of the day, finally at sunset the remnants of Nggika's army
managed to detach and fled to the slopes of Ntaba ka Ndoda. They sent repeated and
desperate messages to the colony for help. In November 1818, Major Fraser visited the
paramount in his mountain hiding place and assured him of British support (Stapleton,
1994:31).

Returning to Grahamstown, Fraser briefed his superiors and Lieutenant Colonel Thomas

Brereton, military commander of the colony’s eastern frontier, was detailed to gather all the
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regular soldiers and mounted burghers (Dutch citizens), who were available. On 1
December Brereton’s force, with two artillery pieces, left Grahamstown and two days later
were joined by Nggika and his surviving warriors on the banks of the Koonap River. On the
5 December they crossed the Kat River and began driving Ndlambe’s people south. They
captured 6 000 head of cattle. By 7 December Brereton had crossed the Tyumie and
Keiskamma Rivers to enter the enemy heartland. For several days the soldiers bombarded
the warriors, destroyed kraals and burned fields. When the expedition headed back to the
colony on 15 December, they had taken 23 000 head of cattle, 11 000 of which were
presented to Nggika. Within the colony the rest of the booty was sold to farmers in order to

offset the expense of the Brereton adventure (Cape Town Gazette, 2 January 1819).

Shortly thereafter, Ndlambe counter-attacked by launching a sweeping invasion of the
colony. The Europeans were caught completely by surprise and many isolated farms were
destroyed. Throughout the early months of 1819, British soldiers and Afrikaner settlers

were besieged in Grahamstown and a few other small posts (Stapleton, 1994: 32).

Lord Charles Somerset declared martial law and despatched the 38™ Regiment of Foot to
Grahamstown, he also ordered the Landrost, Andries Stockenstroom, to organise a large
burgher militia (citizen force) (The Cape Town Gazette, 28 August and 11 September
1819; Stapleton, 1994:32). However, before the British could assemble their forces
Ndlambe’s warriors appeared to withdraw. In reality, they were assembling for a massive
attack on Grahamstown itself. On 22 April 1819, 10 000 warriors, led by the prophet Nxele,
shocked Wilshire by a daylight assault on the frontier capital. “Facing the Xhosa were
forty-five men of the Light Infantry of the 38", thirty-nine horsemen of the Colonial Troop,
most of them exhausted by the race across the flats, one hundred and thirty-five red-
jacketed men of the Royal Africa Corps, eighty-two of the Cape Corps, thirty-two armed
civilians and a handful of artillerymen with their weapons — nearly three hundred and fifty
men” (Maclennan, 1986:192). After initial confusion the defenders rallied and brought
murderous firepower to bear against the spear-wielding enemy. Hundreds of Xhosa were
killed (Stapleton, 1994:32; Stretch, 1876:297-303; The Cape Town Gazette, 15 May 1819).
The settlers, vastly outhumbered, had no compunction about using their technology to
their advantage. The mixture of substantial buildings for fortified shelter and massively

superior military technology was fully exploited.
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For the Xhosa, the battle had been more than a mere military defeat. In 1812, encumbered
by their women, children and herds, they were forced to give way. In 1819, they had to
acknowledge that there was no chance of regaining what they had, it was a question of
hanging grimly onto what little they had left in the face of the inexorable advance of a

vastly superior foe (Maclennan, 1986:199).

Lord Charles Somerset visited the frontier again in October 1819 after the Battle of
Grahamstown. He conferred once more with Nggika and the assembled chiefs, and the
Xhosa agreed to cede a strip of country between the Keiskamma, Tyumie and Great Fish
Rivers. This was to be a neutral zone, unoccupied but patrolled by troops stationed at two
military posts, Fort Willshire and Fort Holloway within the ceded territory. The latter was
never built but the first Fort Willshire, the most ambitious and most forward military station,
was started in November, 1819 (Garson, 1992; Meredith, 2006; Thompson, 2006). On the
14™ October 1819, Somerset declared the whole area between the Fish and the
Keiskamma Rivers a neutral zone, to remain depopulated. This neutral territory comprised
upwards of a million acres of the most beautiful and fertile country in the eastern frontier
districts. The neutral zone, which was cleared of Xhosa by the usual methods, soon came
to be referred to by Somerset as the Ceded Territory, and the Keiskamma River was
eventually regarded by the colonial authorities as the eastern boundary of the Cape
Colony (Stapleton, 1994:38).

8.2.3 THE 1820 SETTLERS

In an attempt to try to secure the frontier, the authorities in Whitehall decided on a scheme
to settle people from across the British Isles in the Zuurveld. Cuyler (a controversial
colonial official) was soon to rename the Zuurveld after his birthplace, Albany, the capital
of the State of New York. The authorities felt that British settlers would act as a buffer
against the Xhosa to protect the Cape, and at the same time relieve the economic

difficulties at home.

“The 1820 settlers, some of whom had arrived at Algoa expecting to find apricots growing

wild in the thorn bush soon discovered how brash Somerset’s words about the new land
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had been. There were the inevitable Xhosa raids; the locations were too small for cattle
farming and unsuitable for growing crops; they experienced both drought and floods which,
in October, 1823, swept away much of the produce of all the best available lands, and
disease, which destroyed three successive wheat crops” (Maclennan,1986:226). Many
settlers flocked to the towns where they found outlets for their skills. Others, after the
government belatedly realized its folly and in 1825 enlarged the grants of land, began to
breed Merino and other types of wooled sheep. Not least among the reasons for the
popularity of this type of farming was the belief that since the Xhosa were not themselves
sheep farmers they would seldom steal more than the odd one for food. In 1826, the
shipment of wool from the colony totalled only 53 500lbs in weight, valued at £545. A
decade later the weight of export wool from the Eastern districts alone was more than
£100 000; and Thomas Pringle could write that “there are about 12 000 fine-wooled sheep
in Albany, the owners of which are realizing large profits; this promises to prove a mine of
inexhaustible wealth for South Africa” (Maclennan,1986:226). Sheep farming however,
was more labour intensive than stock farming as sheep need to be sheared and the
fleeces washed before shipping.

The earliest stirrings of settler protest in Albany were prompted by the acute distress
caused by the breakdown of the emigration scheme which had brought the settlers to the
colony (Edwards, 1934:50). ‘Rust’ destroyed the wheat crops in three successive years,
and in October 1823 torrential rains washed the soil for ten days until the rocks were
exposed. The essential cause of the failure of the scheme though, was that it had been ill-
conceived. Since land grants were limited to 100 acres for each immigrant, the only type of
farming that was possible was agricultural production. But in view of the poverty of much of
the soil, the scarcity of water and other factors, of which both the colonial and imperial
governments were ignorant, agricultural production on 100 acre allotments was
impracticable in Albany. Nor did the immigrants generally possess the skills necessary for
the successful cultivation of the soil: about fifty per cent of them came from English
industrial cities; their absurd efforts at farming were ridiculed as being those of ‘Cockney
gardeners’ (le Cordeur,1981:2). Coming from the northern hemisphere they even planted
some early crops in the wrong season. Even when they were able to produce an
agricultural surplus, they had great difficulty in disposing of it; the government's Somerset

Farm at the foot of the Boschberg enjoyed a monopoly on production for the colonists of
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the east and freight rates were so high that easterners could not sell their products on the
Cape Town market except at considerable loss (le Cordeur,1981:3).

The acting Governor, Sir Rufane Donkin, made conscientious efforts to provide relief for
the settlers. He issued full rations to them until September 1821 and half rations for the
remainder of the year. After the failure of the first crop, he had seed corn despatched from
Cape Town. He persuaded the colonial office to remit the charges for the hire of wagons
by the settlers at the time of arrival. By the end of the first year he had agreed to allow
those in the ‘ornamental trades’, who could not easily be employed on the locations, to
seek work where they wished; a year later, the governor, Lord Charles Somerset,
extended this right to all. Artisans, labourers and indentured servants, favoured by the
labour shortage and the current high wages, deserted masters who could no longer pay or
feed them, and readily obtained employment in Grahamstown and other parts of the
colony. Some were soon in far better circumstances than the men of means to whom they
had originally been indentured (Butler(ed),1974:175-6).

To the self styled ‘gentry’ or ‘proprietors’ of Albany the breakdown of the scheme dealt a
far heavier blow. They were men of standing or education; some were retired army or navy
officers; not a few of them were socially well-connected in Britain. They had seen in the
emigration scheme an opportunity for the profitable investment of their capital by bringing
out parties of labourers under indentures to work on their locations or estates for a
specified number of years. For the most part the gentry hoped to reproduce in the colony
the stratified society of the mother country. In Britain the Colonial Office had negotiated
directly only with the ‘heads of parties’, who fancied themselves as future squirearchy (le
Cordeur,1981:3). Once arrived in the colony, they noted with satisfaction that the Cape
government, too, had had the good sense to issue instructions to all its officials ‘to
communicate only with heads of parties’ (Circular of deputy colonial secretary (Henry Ellis)
to heads of parties, 1 May 1820, enclosed in Ellis to Captain H. Somerset, 1 May 1820,
1/ay, 8/1). Their authority and prestige were systematically bolstered by Donkin, who
appointed them to public office and enlarged their land-holdings, ‘so as to generate, by
degrees’, he explained to the colonial secretary, ‘a sort of aristocracy or intermediate class
between the government and the labourers...” (Donkin to Bathurst, 29 September 1822,
Records 1/AY 8/1 p 104). For at least the first half-dozen years after 1820, leadership in

the settler community was assumed by the gentry as a matter of right (le Cordeur,1981:3).
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Donkin, believing that Somerset’s 1819 policy of an uninhabited neutral belt on the frontier
between the Fish and the Keiskamma Rivers would not assure the colonists sufficient
protection, had extended the district of Albany to include the whole of the neutral territory,
the Zuurveld and the Uitenhage division east of the Sundays River. Somerset was furious.
Contrary to Somerset’s intention that the settlers should provide their own protection,
Donkin had taken steps to afford them military protection by the erection of forts in what
had previously been the ‘ceded territory’; and at Fredericksburg, in the heart of the
territory, he had attempted to settle Khoikhoi officers and men being discharged from the

Royal African Corps by granting them land around Fredericksburg (leCordeur,1981:7).

Tensions were rising. “Stockenstrom, who went on to become a controversial Lieutenant-
Governor of the Cape, and sat as an elected member of the colony’s first parliament, wrote
with cynical insight in 1827 that the colony could not expect a large influx of labourers from
Xhosaland so long as that region was ‘in a state of peace and space aplenty’ (le Cordeur,
1981:228). Collins, in 1809, had estimated the strength of the Xhosa nation at about fifty
thousand people, scattered over a swathe of territory from the Fish to the Bashee Rivers.
The traveller George Thompson’s estimate fifteen years later, was one hundred thousand.
As the colonial authorities, by sword and pen, extended British domination to cover the
whole of Xhosaland and beyond, ‘independent’ Xhosaland shrunk until by 1855, according
to Governor George Grey, ninety thousand people living west of the Kei were crammed
into nine locations totalling only two thousand four hundred and fifty square miles. At the
time when the average frontier farm considered sufficient to support one colonial family
was over nine square miles in extent, the Xhosa area gave a density of just over thirty-six
persons per square mile. Starvation makes a good servant; as Stockenstroom predicted,
the sheep farmers got the labourers they wanted (le Cordeur,1981:228-9).

The labour shortage at the Cape dated back to van Riebeeck’s time. Solved in some
measure by the importation of slaves from West Africa, Mozambique, Madagascar and the
East Indies, the demand for cheap labour increased as steadily as the colony’s relentless
eastward expansion, and by the beginning of the nineteenth century labour was still scarce
and expensive (Maclennan, 1986:50). When slaves deserted they often headed to
Xhosaland, where according to van Reenen, ‘they enjoyed the same privileges as the

Xhosa'. Besides his value as a labourer, a slave was a valuable piece of property, worth
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from five to six hundred rixdollars, thus as early as 1780 there were proposals that slaves
who had escaped to Xhosaland, and been recaptured, be put in irons to prevent them from
repeating the bid. The Boers hit hardest by these desertions were, of course, those closest
to the Xhosa. Often the slaves who deserted took with them the firearms with which they
had been provided for the protection of the livestock entrusted to them. However, while the
Boer had to pay for a slave the Khoikhoi were readily available — and readily expendable.
The Khoikhoi constantly complained to the Landdrost that they did not receive their
promised wages. Another frequent complaint was that when the agreed period of service
expired, they were not permitted to leave, their women and children being detained by the

Boer to ensure that the man remained (Maclenna, 1986:51).

The colonial labour shortage became acute in 1827. Indentured Khoikhoi servants and
captive San were not meeting settler requirements. Covertly, Afrikaner and English
farmers in the Eastern Cape were purchasing Sotho and Tswana people who had been
seized by Griqua horsemen north of the Orange River. This was doubly illegal. London
had banned the slave trade and Cape Town had forbidden Africans from independent
chiefdoms from entering the colony (PP, C2520f 1835, pp 21-23; Bourke to Goderick, 15
October 1827).

The settlers began to demand cheap labour to support their agricultural enterprises
(Cobbing, 1991:8). With experience as agriculturalists, Xhosa women and children were a
tempting target. However, London had banned the slave trade in 1807 and Xhosa people
were not interested in abandoning the familiar safety of traditional society for the
uncertainty of alien rule. Additionally, Governor Somerset’s border arrangements of 1819
forbade members of independent chiefdoms to enter the colony. Local officials were
besieged by labour-hungry colonialists (Stapleton, 1994:38).

Throughout the early 1820’s, the colony developed an increasingly aggressive and violent
policy towards its Rharhabe neighbours. Captain Richard Blakeman, commander of the
newly constructed Fort Willshire, had been ordered to shoot any Xhosa who wandered into
the neutral zone. Luring some of Ngqgika’'s subjects across the boundary by promises of
trade, British soldiers shot these unsuspecting people and confiscated the agricultural
produce and stock they had planned to barter (PP, C5380f 1836; 143-145 Evidence of
Captain Richard Blakeman).
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Although subordinate to acting Governor Major General Bourke, Somerset’s interests were
initially bound with those of the frontier settlers. With correspondence to Cape Town taking
nearly two weeks, officials in Grahamstown could easily circumvent colonial regulations
and invent cover stories that would never be investigated. Somerset needed a powerful
justification to bring many more Africans into the Eastern Cape. Under the watchful eyes of
a few idealistic missionaries and philanthropists, it was difficult to launch large-scale labour
raids against the Rharhabe chiefdoms on the frontier. People further away from the colony
ideally would become the targets. The mythical image of the wicked Zulu King Shaka had
already been publicized by illegal British slavers operating in Natal. It had been an
effective cover-up. Enhancing this concept, Somerset and his settler henchmen invented
the image of ‘Fetcani’ hordes, set in motion by Shaka's wars of conquest, threatening the
colony and driving refugees towards the border (Stapelton,1994:49).

Throughout 1827 and 1828, the commandant dispatched patrols beyond the colonial
frontier and informed Cape Town that he was collecting intelligence on the ‘Fetcani’ threat
and protecting helpless Africans. According to Stapelton (1994) in reality, these
expeditions were capturing people for service on settler farms. Somerset was the real
raider. Official reports claimed that the labourers were refugees who had fled Shaka' and
were brought to the colony and ‘apprenticed’ to Europeans for humanitarian reasons
(Cobbing, 1988:29; (CA) CO333, Somerset to Colonial Secretary, 1 Jan 1827).

A separate, but related cover story was fabricated for the enslavement of the Rharhabe.
Displaced by the colonial cattle raids, many frontier Xhosa living around certain mission
stations were described as ‘Fingoes’ who had fled Zulu-ravaged Natal. This allowed them
to be brought into the colony and hired out to settlers — a sort of coercive labour

recruitment camouflaged as philanthropy. Supposedly these Fingoes were being delivered

! Shaka was the Zulu King responsible for the Mfecane — a series of Zulu and other Nguni wars and forced
migrations of the second and third decades of the 19th century that changed the demographic, social, and
political configuration of southern and central Africa and parts of eastern Africa. The Mfecane was set in
motion by the rise of the Zulu military kingdom under Shaka (c. 1787-1828), who revolutionized Nguni
warfare. The rise of Shaka’s kingdom, which took place during a time of drought and social unrest, was itself
part of a wider process of state formation in South-eastern Africa, which probably resulted from intensified
competition over trade at Delagoa Bay. The pattern of the Mfecane, in which tribe was set against tribe over
an ever-increasing radius, was highly successful in areas weakened by overpopulation and overgrazing.
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from the barbarity of their own society ((CL)MS 9037, minutes of the Presbytery of
Kaffaria, Vol I, Report of Thompson, 8 August 1827; Webber, 1991:30).

Around this time Somerset intended to promulgate Ordinances 49 and 50, which would
free indentured Khoi servants and also allow Africans from independent Chiefdoms to
entre the colony as employees for colonial farmers (Macmillan, 1963:50). Officially passed
in July 1828, Ordinance 49 gave the settlers permission to invite African workers into the
colony. Later in the same month Major William Dundas, a frontier Landdrost (magistrate),
led a mounte